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The Church of Santa
Prisca in Taxco,
Mexico (left) from
1750 is an excellent
example of the
transplantation of
Baroque architecture
and Churrigueresque
ornament from Spain
to its colonies in the
New World.

The entrance pavilion and dome of the
Garfield Park Fieldhouse (bottom right) reflect
the broad influence of the Spanish Baroque
Revival Style a decade after the Panama-
California Exposition had closed.

In his design for the California State Building
(bottom left) as well as the other buildings at the
Panama-California Exposition in San Diego in
1915, Bertram Goodhue revived interest in
Spanish Baroque architecture.
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The revival of the Spanish Baroque in early-twentieth century America was characterized by the
use of applied terra cotta ornament which was readily adaptable to the extravagant ornament of
the style.  As at the Garfield Park Fieldhouse, vigorous ornamentation tends to be concentrated
at the entrance portal and carries upward the full height of the building to enframe a large focal
window.  The Spanish Baroque Revival style reached its greatest popularity during the 1920s
and 1930s, particularly for the large movie palaces of the period like the Uptown Theatre from
1925 (a designated Chicago Landmark).  Like many revival styles of architecture, the Spanish
Baroque fell out of fashion in the post-War period.

ARCHITECTS MICHAELSEN AND ROGNSTAD

The Garfield Park Fieldhouse was designed by the architectural firm of Michaelsen and
Rognstad, a significant architectural firm in the history of Chicago.  Christian S. Michaelsen
(1888-1960) was born in Chicago, the son of a building contractor of Norwegian descent.  He
attended the public schools and received his first training in the building trades working with his
father.  In 1905 he began training as a draftsman in the office of Arthur Huen, and then from
1910 to 1913 worked for Chicago’s most prolific “society architect,” Howard Van Doren
Shaw.  While in Shaw’s employ, Michaelsen’s previous experience in construction led him to
work in the area of structural engineering for the office.

Sigurd Anton Rognstad (1892-1937) was born in Chicago of Norwegian immigrant parents.
From the age of eighteen, Rognstad worked as a free-lance draftsman, and in 1915 he joined
architect Frederick W. Perkins as a designer and draftsman.

In 1920, Rognstad and Michaelsen formed a partnership that would last seventeen years.
Michaelsen provided expertise in structural engineering and oversaw the business operations of
the office; Rognstad was responsible for the interior and exterior stylistic designs of their work.
Their association ended with the death of Rognstad at the age of 46 in 1937.  With the addition
of Charles Rabig and Albert Ramp as partners in 1940, the firm continued under Michaelsen’s
direction until his death in 1960.

Although Michaelsen and Rognstad came from immigrant working-class backgrounds, both had
served apprenticeships with prominent architects who specialized in Beaux Arts residential
designs for an upper-class clientele.  Michaelsen and Rognstad had neither the educational
credentials nor the social connections necessary to compete with their teachers in pursuit of
similar commissions from the elite.  In order to follow their mutual inclination toward
monumental designs in historic styles, they concentrated their efforts on large-scale public-
works and commercial projects.

Michaelsen and Rognstad served as the architects for the West Park Commission from 1927 to
1929.  While brief, this period was an especially productive one in the history of the West Park
Commission, as the agency embarked upon an ambitious building program in its parks, thanks
to the passage of a $10 million bond issue in 1927.  In addition to the Administration Building in
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Architects Christian Michaelsen (top
left) and Sigurd Rognstad (top right),
the architects for the Garfield Park
Fieldhouse, were skilled in a wide
variety of architectural styles.  One of
their most notable works is the On
Leong Merchants’ Association Build-
ing (1928, middle right) in Chinatown,
a designated Chicago Landmark.
Other significant Chicago buildings
by the firm include the former
Northside Auditorium Building (1928,
bottom right) at 3730 N. Clark and the
former Midwest Athletic Club Build-
ing, located across the street from
Garfield Park (1926, middle left, listed
on the National Register of Historic
Places).
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In addition to the
Garfield Park
Fieldhouse, Michaelsen
and Rognstad designed
a number of other
Chicago park buildings
during the 1920s, includ-
ing distinctive
fieldhouses for Austin
(top), LaFollete (middle),
and Douglas (bottom)
parks.
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Garfield Park, the firm produced 11 other distinctive buildings for the West Park Commission,
including fieldhouses for both Humboldt and LaFollette Parks.  The West Park Commissioners
praised the firm in 1928:

for its originality of design and wonderful conception of execution to the
last finality, as is evidenced by the work it has accomplished for the West
Chicago Park System and in other conspicuous and artistic structures it
has designed in various parts of the city and elsewhere

Michaelsen and Rognstad also undertook the remodeling of several Chinatown restaurants in a
“Chinese” style during the 1920s, as well as the design of the On Leong Merchants Association
Building (2216 South Wentworth, built 1928; designated a Chicago Landmark).  Other notable
Chicago buildings by the firm include the former Northside Auditorium Building (3730 N. Clark,
built 1928, now known as the Metro), the Austin Town Hall Park Fieldhouse (5626 W. Lake
Street, built 1929, listed on the National Register of Historic Places), and the former Midwest
Athletic Club Building, located across the street from Garfield Park (3800 W. Madison, built
1926, also listed on the National Register of Historic Places).

CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION

According to the Municipal Code of Chicago (Sect. 2-120-690), the Commission on Chicago
Landmarks has the authority to make a recommendation of landmark designation for a building,
structure, object, or district if the Commission determines it meets two or more of the stated
“criteria for landmark designation,” as well as possesses a significant degree of its historic design
integrity.

The following should be considered by the Commission on Chicago Landmarks in determining
whether to recommend that the Garfield Park Fieldhouse be designated a Chicago Landmark.

Criterion 1:  Critical Part of the City’s History
Its value as an example of the architectural, cultural, economic, historic, social, or other
aspect of the heritage of the City of Chicago, the State of Illinois or the United States.

• The Garfield Park Fieldhouse exemplifies the importance of Chicago’s large-scale
“pastoral” parks to the city’s heritage.  Built for passive recreation and to encourage
nearby real estate development, the City’s five large nineteenth century parks—Lincoln,
Humboldt, Garfield, Douglas, Washington, and Jackson—were designed as pleasure
grounds for residents to relax and escape from the tensions of the crowded city.  The
West Park Administration Building’s conversion to a fieldhouse after 1934 reflects the
changing cultural attitudes towards the role of parks in Chicago in the early-twentieth
century, as attention focused on creating landscapes that encouraged more active
recreational uses.
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• Built in 1928 as the headquarters for the West Park Commission, the Garfield Park
Fieldhouse represents a period in Chicago’s history when the City’s parks were
managed by nearly two dozen separate park commissions before they were
consolidated by the 1934 creation of the Chicago Park District.

Criterion 4:  Important Architecture
Its exemplification of an architectural type or style distinguished by innovation, rarity,
uniqueness, or overall quality of design, detail, materials, or craftsmanship.

• The Garfield Park Fieldhouse is an exceptional example of the Spanish Baroque Revival
style, which is rare in the context of Chicago architectural history as well as the Chicago
park system.

• The Fieldhouse is an exceptional example of the Spanish Baroque Revival style, with
such characteristic features as the entrance bay richly ornamented with twisted columns,
portrait busts and sculptures, and a wild assortment or cartouches, scallop shells,
scrolls, pinnacles, niches, and swirling, naturalistic plant forms.

• The Fieldhouse—with its central pavilion and exuberant Churrigueresque entrances,
immense gold leaf dome, and flanking rectangular wings—exhibits excellent
craftsmanship in materials and detailing, using molded brick and terra cotta to create
both Spanish Baroque and Classical-style ornament.

• The Fieldhouse interior has a dramatic two-story rotunda, featuring colorful patterned
terrazzo floors, buff-colored marble walls, gray marble Corinthian pilasters, and terra-
cotta panels sculpted by noted artist Richard W. Bock.

Criterion 5:  Important Architect
Its identification as the work of an architect, designer, engineer, or builder whose
individual work is significant in the history or development of the City of Chicago, the
State of Illinois, or the United States.

• Michaelsen and Rognstad served as the architects for the West Park Commission from
1927 to 1929, a brief but especially productive period in the history of Chicago’s west
parks.   During this time, the firm produced 12 distinctive park buildings as part of an
ambitious $10 million improvement program for the parks and boulevards on Chicago’s
West Side, including the Garfield Park Administration Building and fieldhouses for both
Humboldt and Douglas Parks.

• During the 1920s Michaelsen and Rognstad also designed other significant Chicago
buildings such as the On Leong Merchants Association Building (2216 S. Wentworth;
designated a Chicago Landmark), the former Northside Auditorium Building (3730 N.
Clark) and the former Midwest Athletic Club Building (3800 W. Madison).
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Known to thousands of
Chicagoans as the
“Gold Dome Building,”
the Garfield Park
Fieldhouse is a distinc-
tive presence in
Garfield Park and the
West Side.  Its location
adjoining the west
lagoon has historically
served as a scenic
backdrop for skaters in
the winter (bottom) and
boaters in the summer.
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• The sculptural panels in the Garfield Park Fieldhouse are the work of Richard W. Bock,
a significant Chicago-born and European-trained artisan and sculptor who is best
known for his collaboration with Frank Lloyd Wright on the Dana-Tomas, Heller, and
Martin Houses, as well as Unity Temple, the Larkin Building, Wright’s Oak Park
Studio, and the Midway Gardens.

Criterion 7:  Unique Visual Feature
Its unique location or distinctive physical appearance or presence representing an
established and familiar visual feature of a neighborhood, community, or the City of
Chicago.

• The Garfield Park Fieldhouse, on axis with both Central Park Avenue and Washington
Boulevard, is a dramatic visual landmark for the surrounding Garfield Park
neighborhood and Chicago’s West Side; and is a familiar feature to Chicagoans
throughout the city as the “Gold Dome Building” for its monumental gold-leaf dome,
visible for several blocks in each direction.

Integrity Criteria
The integrity of the proposed landmark must be preserved in light of its location, design,
setting, materials, workmanship and ability to express its historic community, architecture
or aesthetic value.

The Garfield Park Fieldhouse has excellent integrity, retaining its original siting, physical
relationship with the surrounding Garfield Park landscape, and the vast majority of its exterior
physical features.  Its front (east) elevation and flanking wings are virtually unchanged from their
original appearance.  In 1994 the Fieldhouse underwent a restoration project that included
reconstructing and re-gilding the dome.  New sconces that replicate the originals were also
installed in the rotunda at that time.  At the time of this report, the Chicago Park District is
undertaking additional exterior repairs to the building.

Changes include the removal of two small domes at each corner of the east side of the central
entrance pavilion. The building’s original wood casement windows have been replaced with
aluminum casement windows.  In 1983, a gymnasium structure with an outdoor pool was
constructed in the west lagoon at the back of the building.  The low structure adjoins the
fieldhouse’s basement level, and does not affect the visual dominance of the original building.

SIGNIFICANT HISTORICAL

AND ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES

Whenever a building, structure, object, or district is under consideration for landmark
designation, the Commission on Chicago Landmarks is required to identify the “significant
historical and architectural features” of the property.  This is done to enable the owners and the
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public to understand which elements are considered most important to preserve the historical
and architectural character of the proposed landmark.

Based upon its evaluation of the Garfield Park Fieldhouse, the Commission recommends that
the significant features be identified as:

• all exterior elevations, including rooflines, of the building, and including the raised terrace
which wraps around the building with its stairways and balustrade; and

• the two-story interior rotunda, including the public spaces that open onto the rotunda, such
as niches, the two stairways and stair landings, window bays, and adjoining corridors; the
glass-and-ornamental-metal interior entrance vestibule; and the domed ceiling.
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